The paper explores how the Internet and email offers space for participants to think and make sense of their experiences in the qualitative research encounter. It draws on a research study that used email interviewing to generate online narratives to understand academic lives and identities through research encounters in virtual space. The paper discusses how the asynchronous nature of email helps to facilitate this by allowing research participants to contribute to research in their space and according to their own preference in time, and engage in a process of reflection and interaction. However, it also argues for the construction of more collaborative approaches to research that acknowledge their right to use the temporal nature of space and time that email offers to construct, reflect upon and learn from their stories of experience in their own manner, and not merely to the researcher's agenda. It concludes by recognising the importance of email as a research tool for capturing the complexity of social interaction online. Wider social research has explored the use of digital/Internet methods for conducting research on particular topics or groups online as well as discussions on how the Internet has created sites of social interactions for individuals and communities where practices, meanings and identities are constructed (see for example Madge and O'Connor, 2005; Hine, 2005; Murthy, 2008; Ison, 2009; Beneito-Montagut, 2011) .At the same time, such studies have highlighted the interrelations between online space and offline contexts (Orgad, 2006) and the ways in which people's spaces increasingly use face-to-face and online communications as part of their daily lives, the 'here and now' of everyday life in a particular space and time interacts ever more easily with the 'there and now' of the other in time and space (Zhao, 2006, James and Busher, 2013).
Introduction
There is now a rich literature in the social sciences concerning how the Internet has become a site where the social interactions of individuals and communities can be researched and where the construction of practices, meanings and identities can be Wider social research has explored the use of digital/Internet methods for conducting research on particular topics or groups online as well as discussions on how the Internet has created sites of social interactions for individuals and communities where practices, meanings and identities are constructed (see for example Madge and O'Connor, 2005; Hine, 2005; Murthy, 2008; Ison, 2009; Beneito-Montagut, 2011) .At the same time, such studies have highlighted the interrelations between online space and offline contexts (Orgad, 2006) and the ways in which people's spaces increasingly use face-to-face and online communications as part of their daily lives, the 'here and now' of everyday life in a particular space and time interacts ever more easily with the 'there and now' of the other in time and space (Zhao, 2006, James and Busher, 2013) .
.Compared with wider social research, qualitative educational research has been relatively slow in its use of online research methods, achieving significantly less applicability in educational contexts as a tool for collecting participant-generated
Comment [nrj71]:
The introduction has been rewritten to clarify and situate the article. The paper is contributing to the body of literature in qualitative educational research where online research has had limited applicability in educational contexts. I have made reference to the wider literature in the social sciences where online qualitative research has become widely used, but then linked this to the lack of take up of online research in qualitative educational research reflective qualitative data (Hasim, De Luca, and Bell, 2011) . Notable exceptions are Eichhorn's (2001) ethnographic study of a community of young people who selfproduced and disseminated magazines or pamphlets; Hinchcliffe and Gavin's (2008) use of instant messenger software to conduct interviews in educational contexts and Adams and Thompson's (2011) study which used educational technology as research participants and generated rules to 'interviewing' objects. Further, Davies's (2011) research explores the (co)production of online spaces and textual or visual selves on the Internet as part of her work in digital literacy. These studies have demonstrated how Internet spaces, like 'real world' spaces, are jointly constructed and interpreted out of a constant and complex interplay between the real and virtual world (Harricharan and Bhopal, 2014) . This paper contributes to this body of literature by exploring how on-going, reflective, qualitative data was collected using email interviews to better understand academics' lives and identities (James 2003 (James , 2007 . Using this study, the paper will discuss how the temporal dimensions of email allows individuals to construct, share and understand personal meanings online and offline when it is not always possible to meet face-to-face or be onsite for research purposes because of the constraints of time and space. The paper will also show how email can provide a site to conduct interviews that are enriched by participants' critical reflections of their experiences and iterative engagement with their stories and perspectives.
. The paper is divided into three sections. Firstly, it outlines the reasons for choosing email as a method to interview academics. Secondly, by incorporating a number of email narratives into the paper, it discusses the benefits and challenges of email interviewing that result from the fact that academics are able to contribute to research in of the fundamental structures of their experience (James 2003; 2007) . As noted by Taylor (1989, 52) :
the philosophic concern with life as narrative involves an emphasis on dialogue, conversation, story and the processes of inquiry and reflection on experience that allow the individual to identify what has personal significance and meaning for him or her personally.
Using narrative then is much more than "…look for and hear story… Narrative inquiry in the field is a form of living, a way of life…" (Clandinin and Connelly 2000, 78) .
Following these principles, a number of different narrative methods have been developed that focus on the particularities of experience. These include autobiographical and biographical writing, journal records and field notes of the shared experience through participant observation, as well as interviewing.
The literature has clearly documented how face-to-face qualitative interviews can become a site for narrative production and provide a way of understanding and representing experience (Clandinin and Connelly 2000; Czarnaskia 2004; Hardey, 2004) . In designing the research, we considered the suitability of different types of qualitative interviews in terms of design and ethics. Face-to-face interviews can provide rich and in depth stories of experience, and help researchers to gain an understanding of how people construct their lives and the stories they tell about them. It offered us a template with its processes of gaining consent and confidentiality as well as the flexibility to gather data through the use of open questions and follow-up discussion. However, our participants were located at a distance from us within and outside the UK. So we had to overcome the practical constraints (for example costs associated with travel, venue, data transcription) of The researchers then were interested to explore whether email interviewing could be recognised as a legitimate methodology in the study of academic lives; how it could be used to generate narratives and stories of their experiences in their voice, as well as meet their needs as research participants and become a central place to document how they lived out their academic lives. As we already had access to the academics' email addresses we used them to gain their consent to take part in the study. Consequently, they were invited via email to take part in the research study and to share how they saw themselves within the communities in which they lived and worked. However, the success of the email study depended heavily on how the researchers constructed the virtual research environment in order to engage the academics in the interviews. Implicit in this was ensuring that they trusted us and felt safe enough to be able to discuss freely their experiences and feelings.
It was critical that our participants felt confident that their privacy would be adequately protected 'in their eyes' if they self-disclosed, and the risk of harm to them or their communities minimised to a level acceptable to them (Author and Author 2006). To achieve this, the academics were made to feel safe in disclosing their views by emphasizing their anonymity, for example by assuring them that all implicit and explicit links between their names and the data they provided would be removed. We also ensured the academics fully understood how the email interviews would be conducted.
Guidelines were therefore sent to them explaining how the study would be carried out online (see also Meho 2006), and more specifically, how they would receive the interview questions (one-by-one embedded in the email message) so that they could focus on that question, rather than be distracted by others, as well as deadlines for responsesinitially 2-3 days which, as we will see later in the paper, was unrealistic. others (Thrift, 1994) . For the study, using email facitiliated the academics' participation in it, and its asynchronicity gave them flexibility to construct narratives at a pace which suited them, unlike the constrained time and space they might have experienced in a faceto-face or telephonic interview. However, the various responsibilities and relationships of the academics' 'meatspace,' often meant that they did not always respond to the research questions, or deliberately chose to ignore the email to create time and space to think. As the academic below reflected: there is so much going on: .
There are always loads of emails flying around but by ignoreing your email for a bit I could reflect on the questions in a way that would not happen with the spoken word. There is so much going on…there is not much time to reflect otherwise. Doing this online gives me a chance to think. (AC1)
The compression of time-space also meant that interactional differences emerged which impacted on the shape of the email interview and the extent to which the email conversations with the academics were meaningful. Kivits (2005) has argued that the length of email responses is not a reflection of the intensity of the research relationship or the quality of data gathered. In the study, the academics experienced the online space in different ways. While the academics often wrote lengthy narratives about their experiences from the start of the email interviews, others answered more concisely or the emails were hastely written due to the pressures and demands in the academics' lives.
I have =n't been in touch for a while as I have had a really busy teaching period, tons of marking now. Need a bit more time to think sbout your question -I will get back to you soon…hope that's ok? AC9
These exchanges reshaped the email interviews as the space of writing had a different and more reflective temporal spatial quality rather than the immediacy evident These reflections highlight how time-space compressions can also empower individuals to use email to, explore and make sense of their experiences. Critically, email communication remained intertwined with the academics' stories throughout, offering, as Markham (1998, p.125 original emphasis) suggests, a medium experienced "along a continuum from tool to place to way of being." The temporal dimension, reinforced by the asynchronous nature of email, created a social context in time and space in which they could explore changing self-perceptions and allowed for a thoughtful and personal form of conversation. A consequence of this temporality was that the email interviews took a long time to complete -interviews scheduled to take a matter of two or three weeks eventually extended in many cases over several months. Further, the academics' responses kept us alert with regard to how much we depended on their persistence and interest particularly as they were participating in an email interview which was interspersed with other activities, including online activities such as teaching and responding to multiple emails As the research questions were very much focused on their academic experiences and identities, this was less of a challenge. However, the process of sharing the same interview agenda was not so easy to achieve (see also Kivits, 2005) .
It did require patience on both the part of the researchers and participants to follow-up or seek clarification about the nuances of both the research questions and responses. The risk in this approach was that the academics often remained silent or absent, often for days or weeks. Such silences were at times disconcerting for the researchers because we were keen to maintain rapport, interaction and contact. However, these 'silences'
'absences' or 'lack of communication' were as much part of the research encounter as the construction of the narrative itself. The researchers therefore had to resist exploiting the virtual medium by overly prompting the academics to respond to the questions while at the same time achieving a balance between keeping them interested in the research and asking questions that were pertinent to their experiences. Emailing the academics to see if they were okay or whether they wanted to continue with the study would usually break the absence and confirm that they were still interested in participating. The academic narratives often indicated that these periods of silences/absences were being used to reflect on their academic identities:
Sorry I have not replied for a little while… been thinking a bit more about the issue of my academic identity as a psychologist a bit more, I think that it's bound up with> professional relationships, the ups and downs, disappointments and successes in everyday life much more than memberships and things like that.
Maybe we all tend to over-reach ourselves and we assume that we have greater insights into things by virtue of being psychologists. (AC3)
Carefully pondering their answers lead to lengthy delays between communications, yet enabled the academics to recall and better understand how they came to see themselves in their past and present careers as they picked up on issues that slipped temporarily out of view through the course of the interviews, and as they returned to earlier aspects of the narrative at their convenience (James 2007). By 'ignoring' the email questions, the Internet provided a space for the academics to talk as well as offer "both a space to reflect and a space not to talk" (Illingworth 2006, online) .
Using email to collect hybrid talk
Some researchers have argued that communicating in the virtual world breaks the links between human experience, action and site that is thought to be so fundamental to interactions were shaped by, and grounded in the social, bodily and cultural experiences of those taking part.
As noted earlier in the paper, the academics' narratives held a lot of residual attachments to their embodied experiences and lived practices of their working lives. Rather than using the virtual realm as a means of escaping the embodied self, they embraced it both as a practical information resource and as a medium of communication to explore and perform multiple identities. This approach allowed them to reflect deeper about their professional lives in a way which they might not have done and also helped them to develop a greater understanding of their identity construction in ways that were meaningful to them. These reflections highlight how research participants are not "dislocated, disembodied subjects, but people who are embedded in a variety of material relationships in particular places" (Morrow,
Hawkins and Kern, 2014, p.11).
By interviewing the academics online, the researchers 'went to the source' meeting the academics in their own workplace and space rather than remotely. However relationships are not confined to cyberspace but can be performed and maintained in offline social spaces too (Tang, 2010) . Furthermore, cyberspace is not an homogenous space; it consists of numerous websites and hybrid (online/offline) communities (James and Busher, 2013) . The Internet enabled the construction of a specialized community where academics could identify with each other, across time and space, being both online and offline. In the study, the researchers and participants were connected both online and offline as we also had prior face-to-face knowledge of each other, as a consequence of our professional work. For example, following the email conversation with the participant about losing her academic identity (see above), both participant and researcher happened to be attending the same meeting and over coffee, the participant talked further about her experiences.. Later, when the email interview resumed, the researcher referred back to the discussion and probed some more by linking to issues that the participant had raised in the offline space: The move between online and offline interaction was useful in allowing the academic to elaborate on her experiences, adding further threads to the email interview. Through this process, the academic's narratives began to revisit and challenge past assumptions and expectations. Her voices indicated a gradual change and developing awareness, illustrating the process of active negotiation between previously held expectations and assumptions and the challenge of reflecting on her experiences.
As researchers, we discovered that by joining academics in the particular fieldsites that they lived in, meant joining them both online and offline, allowing the 'here and now' of everyday life in a particular space and time to interact ever more easily 
Email as empowering? Building collaborative relationships online
Bowker and Tuffin (2004) suggest that email interviewing is potentially empowering for research participants because it allows them to control when, where and how to respond.
This may be considered a frustrating experience for researchers conducting email interviews because of a sense of a lack of control over the temporal course of the interview. As the email interviews progressed, the academics began to take greater ownership of the processes of narrative construction by responding to the questions in unexpected ways and directions. In return, the researchers also were able to respond to the new directions of the participants' narratives by asking further questions about their texts rather than sticking to the original interview schedule (James and Busher 2006). We followed the participants' dialogue, prompting them from time to time to help the constructions of their narratives, but also intervening at some points with our own experiences to create a more open dialogue. In adopting this approach, the research setting and the contribution of the participants became more equal as they were in control of time and pace, fitting the interviews into their everyday routines In this email conversation such disclosure, and the researcher's contribution and participation in the construction of the academics' narratives, shifted the position of the research relationship to one that was more democratic and dialectical (Seymour 2001).
Both the researcher and participant were reflecting during a specific research encounter, legitimating both their roles as co-producers of the narratives within the research (Illingworth 2006 online). They were engaged interactionally and interpretatively irrespective of the power relationships between participants and researchers (Holstein and Gubrium 2004) , as all parties were interested in the processes and outcomes of the research. This process temporarily helped to minimize the structural power hierarchies which at times were inherent, for example, through the researcher setting the research agenda, and asking the questions, It also involved the researcher in her own reflections, as well as the participants' ongoing reflections throughout the research encounter.
However participants are neither "passive" nor "powerless'" (Illingworth 2006, online). As the academics described how they saw themselves and made sense of their experiences, they made choices as to what to include in their narratives. In these reflexive moments, the participants took control of time and space to reflect on their discourses at a speed appropriate to their work-related contexts. The researchers found that the participants carefully considered their responses before they were 'uttered' giving them the feeling that they had control over their presentation of self. Such responses were just as credible as spontaneous ones, and for us, provided a more sophisticated understanding of academic identities constructed by the participants. In this sense the academics were not deprived of a sense of engagement in a human conversation, nor of a sense of power to present their own voice.
Conclusion
In this paper the researchers have argued that email allows both the researcher and the Further, by allowing equal participation in one's own space and at one's own pace and time, email interviewing affords a more equal research relationship, in which participants are empowered to respond to the researcher's agenda in a considered way. In the study, this was achieved by responding to the varying directions the academics' narratives took by asking further questions about their texts rather than sticking to the structures of our original interview scripts. This approach diminishes the impact of the asymmetrical power relationships between participants and researchers that so often pervade qualitative research interviews, and gives participants the space to develop complex reflexive narratives about their professional selves. Yet, the potential for diffused power relations between researcher and participant online, emphasizing the potentially egalitarian nature of email and the genuineness of self-presentation, cannot be presumed (Kendall 1999) . In the study, essential to this process was the way in which the academics spent time in reflective discourse in the narrative space, in which they had a degree of control and could respond when they liked, empowering them to take ownership of their narratives at a time and space convenient to them.
The research study has shown the 'embeddedness' of the Internet in people's every day lived experiences and the ways 'real life' is collaboratively and reflexively academic identity demonstrates, using email for interviewing provides a means by which individuals can take part in research that is important to their lives which they might not have been able to do had the researchers had to rely on face-to-face interviews. It is not about creating a research design that is most convenient for the researcher. In the study, the very purpose of using email interviews was that the "absence of a proper locus
[provided] the academics with a space to explore the aspects of their experiences and identities that otherwise remained initerable" (Eichorn 2001, 572) . In this sense, the research encounter and the virtual space as the context of communication can be used as a site for participants and researchers to interact online and offline, and to reflect on experience, and for researchers to study and better understand the multi-sited nature of their lives.
